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Preface

Paul for a New Millennium



Paul has been called by many names, most of them nasty. He was an apostate who betrayed Judaism, or he was an apostle who betrayed Jesus. He is not an open and affirming theologian, so why bother to read him today? Some say, as compliment or indictment (wrong either way), that he was the actual founder of Christianity. On the one hand, thirteen of the twenty-seven books in the New Testament are attributed to him, and his story dominates one other book, the Acts of the Apostles. On the other hand, books about Paul could fill a library, so why one more on an overworked subject? What’s new here?

First, this book is new in both form and content. Its form is an equal and integrated study by a field archaeologist and a textual exegete of the world and word of the apostle Paul. That has not been done before. At least one of us has been to every place we discuss, and both of us have been several times to certain places. We want, however, not just to emphasize our presence at this or that site, but to invite you to imagine yourselves in those locations. That is why we open major sections with a “you are there” format. Gustav Adolf Deissmann, professor of New Testament exegesis at the University of Berlin, knew that “you are there” value over a hundred years ago. He called his groundbreaking volume Light from the Ancient East, but intended “light” not just as a metaphor for information, knowledge, or wisdom. He meant it literally, like this:


On the castled height of Pergamum observe the wondrous light bathing the marble of Hellenistic temples at noonday…. If you have ancient texts to decipher, the sunbeam will bring stone and potsherd to speech. If you have sculptures of the Mediterranean world to scrutinise, the sunbeam will put life into them for you—men, horses, giants, and all. And if you have been found worthy to study the sacred Scriptures, the sunbeam will reanimate the apostles and evangelists, will bring out with greater distinctness the august figure of the Redeemer from the East, Him whom the Church is bound to reverence and to obey. And then, if you speak of the East, you cannot help yourself: made happy by its marvels, thankful for its gifts, you must speak of the light of the East. (xv)



Something special happens, we are convinced, when you stand on the heights of Priene in the Mediterranean sunlight and read that huge fallen beam from a temple once dedicated to the “Imperator Caesar, the Son of God, the God Augustus.” There and elsewhere, on Pauline and non-Pauline sites, we ask you to stand with us, possibly on location, but certainly in imagination.

Second, this new approach from integrated archaeology and exegesis breaks new ground as it relates the apostle Paul to the Roman imperial world that surrounded him, the Jewish covenantal religion that formed him, and the Christian faith that enthralled him.

 

PAUL AND THE ROMAN EMPIRE. Although we will of course travel to cities Paul actually visited, we will also study sites he never saw, but sites that tell us much about the world in which he lived. Our new question is this: Where does archaeology uncover most clearly Rome’s imperial theology, which Paul’s Christian theology confronted nonviolently but opposed relentlessly? In Paul’s lifetime Roman emperors were deemed divine, and, first and foremost, Augustus was called Son of God, God, and God of God. He was Lord, Redeemer, and Savior of the World. People knew that both verbally from Latin authors like Virgil, Horace, and Ovid and visually from coins, cups, statues, altars, temples, and forums; from ports, roads, bridges, and aqueducts; from landscapes transformed and cities established. It was all around them everywhere, just as advertising is all around us today. Without seeing the archaeology of Roman imperial theology, you cannot understand any exegesis of Pauline Christian theology.

Some scholars of Paul have already emphasized creatively and accurately the confrontation between Pauline Christianity and Roman imperialism. That clash is at the core of our book, but we see it incarnating deeper and even more fundamental strains beneath the surface of human history. What is newest about this book is our insistence that Paul opposed Rome with Christ against Caesar, not because that empire was particularly unjust or oppressive, but because he questioned the normalcy of civilization itself, since civilization has always been imperial, that is, unjust and oppressive.


Paul’s essential challenge is how to embody communally that radical vision of a new creation in a way far beyond even our present best hopes for freedom, democracy, and human rights. The Roman Empire was based on the common principle of peace through victory or, more fully, on a faith in the sequence of piety, war, victory, and peace. Paul was a Jewish visionary following in Jesus’ footsteps, and they both claimed that the Kingdom of God was already present and operative in this world. He opposed the mantras of Roman normalcy with a vision of peace though justice or, more fully, with a faith in the sequence of covenant, nonviolence, justice, and peace. A subtext of In Search of Paul is, therefore: To what extent can America be Christian? We are now the greatest postindustrial civilization as Rome was then the greatest preindustrial one. That is precisely what makes Paul’s challenge equally forceful for now as for then, for here as for there, for Senatus Populusque Romanus as for Senatus Populusque Americanus.

 

PAUL AND THE JEWISH COVENANT. In an ancient world divided between Jews and Gentiles, there was also a third, in-between category of pagans sympathetic to Judaism. In the New Testament, the Acts of the Apostles calls them “God-fearers” or “God-worshipers.” They remained pagans, but they admired Jewish culture, attended synagogue services on the Sabbath, and were a very important buffer zone against any localized anti-Judaism. What is new in this book is our claim that those pagan sympathizers are absolutely crucial for understanding both Paul’s mission and message.

We argue that Paul went to Jewish synagogues not to convert Jews (despite those stories in the Acts of the Apostles), but to “unconvert” their pagan sympathizers. That convert poaching was inflammatory in the highest possible degree. He was, where successful, stripping a local synagogue of some or all of its most important religious, political, social, and financial defenders, all still operating fully in the urban civic world. That central focus explains many big questions about Paul.

First, his gentile converts could readily understand his theology, because they were already familiar with Jewish practices, traditions, and scriptures. Second, such convert poaching would have generated stiff opposition, not only from other local Jews, but also from those local sympathizers who stayed loyal to Judaism. Third, that explains Paul’s polemical descriptions of Judaism in his letters. In his fight to obtain and hold on to his God-worshipers, Paul fiercely but unfairly—is polemics ever fair?—attacks the quite normal Judaism of his opponents. Fourth, that explains why Paul could move so fast from one major provincial capital to another and could consider his work in the eastern Mediterranean finished when he wrote his letter to the Romans in the mid-50s. He was setting up small cells around those now Christian God-worshipers and letting them bring in other, purely pagan, converts. The Pauline express thundered along on God-worshiper rails, and Paul moved fast because he did not have to lay track.

 

PAUL AND THE CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY. In 1906 a small cave was discovered cut into the rock on the northern slope of Bülbül Dag, high above the ruins of ancient Ephesus, just off the mid-Aegean coast of Turkey. To the right of the entrance and beneath layers of plaster, Karl Herold, of the Austrian Archaeological Institute, uncovered two sixth-century images of a female Theokli[a] and a male Paulos.

They are both the same height and are therefore iconographically of equal importance. They both have their right hands raised in teaching gesture and are therefore iconographically of equal authority. But although the eyes and upraised hand of Paul are untouched, some later person scratched out the eyes and erased the upraised hand of Theoklia. If the eyes of both images had been disfigured, it would be simply another example of iconoclastic antagonism, since that was believed to negate the spiritual power of an icon without having to destroy it completely. But here only Theoklia’s eyes and her authoritative hand are destroyed. Original imagery and defaced imagery represent a fundamental clash of theology. An earlier image in which Theoklia and Paul were equally authoritative apostolic figures has been replaced by one in which the male is apostolic and authoritative and the female is blinded and silenced. And even the cave’s present name, St. Paul’s Grotto, continues that negation of female-male equality once depicted on its walls.


We take that original assertion of equality and later counterassertion of inequality as encapsulating visually the central claim of this book for Christianity itself. The authentic and historical Paul, author of the seven New Testament letters he actually wrote (Romans, 1–2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians, Philemon), held that within Christian communities it made no difference whether one entered as a Christian Jew or a Christian pagan, as a Christian man or a Christian woman, as a Christian freeborn or a Christian slave. All were absolutely equal with each other. But in 1 Timothy, a letter attributed to Paul by later Christians though not actually written by him, women are told to be silent in church and pregnant at home (2:8–15). And a later follower of Paul inserted in 1 Corinthians that it is shameful for women to speak in church, but correct to ask their husbands for explanations at home (14:33–36).

Those pseudo-Pauline, post-Pauline, and anti-Pauline obliterations of female authority are the verbal and canonical equivalent of that visual and iconographic obliteration of Theoklia’s eyes and hand in that hillside cave. But both defacements also bear witness to what was there before the attack. Pauline equality was negated by post-Pauline inequality. Our book is about the actual and historical Paul, about the radical apostle who was there before the reaction, revision, and replacement began. He did not think in terms of political democracy or universal human rights. He only said what Christianity has never been able to follow, that within it all are equal and this is to be its witness and challenge to the world outside.


We put on our front cover an artist’s creative restoration of that frescoed point-counterpoint from the Cave or Grotto of St. Paul. Paul is in the center under full spotlight, just as the church’s post-Pauline tradition has always placed him. Theoklia is of equal height, with open eyes intact and upraised hand untouched, but she is on the very edge of the cover. She is half on and half off. But here are our questions. Is Theoklia still departing or now returning? Does a search for Paul push female leadership, authority, and apostolicity off to the side and finally off that cover, or does a search for Paul bring Theoklia, women, and equality back steadily and inevitably into the light until female and male stand together side by side in the full life of the center?

Back to the Roman Empire. In Matthew’s powerful parable, Pilate’s wife sent him this message as he sat in judgment on Jesus: “Have nothing to do with that innocent man, for today I have suffered a great deal because of a dream about him” (27:19). That is all Matthew tells us about the interchange, but imagine what might have happened later that day. When Pilate returned to his private quarters, he told his wife that he had received her advice but had condemned Jesus to death in any case. “But this,” he said, “is what I cannot understand. Why do these people oppose us? We have brought them law and order. We have brought them peace and prosperity. We have brought them culture and civilization. We have brought them free trade and international commerce. Why do they hate us so?”







Prologue

The Hope of a Peaceful Earth


The interest of Rome lies in its imperialism. It was one of the most successful conquering states in all history, but it was the most successful retainer of conquests. Rome institutionalized the rule of its legions more stably and over a longer period than any other society before or since…. This empire of domination eventually became a true territorial empire, or at least had about as high a level and intensity of territorial control as could be attained within the logistical constraints imposed on all agrarian societies…. What Rome acquired, Rome kept…and in so doing it produced the highest level of ideological, economic, political, and military collective power yet seen in the world…. Rome was thus the first territorial empire, the first predominantly nonsegmental extensive society, at least in its highest reaches.

—Michael Mann,
 The Sources of Social Power (1986)




Roman civilization eventually appeared everywhere, as one single thing, so far as it was ever achieved. The degree of achievement, however imperfect, remains a thing of wonder, familiar to everyone…. Never, however, was there greater progress made toward one single way of life, a thing to be fairly called “Roman civilization of the Empire,” than in that lifetime of Augustus…. The natives would be taught, if it was not plain enough on its face, that they could better rise into the ranks of the master race by reforming themselves—by talking, dressing, looking, and in every way resembling Romans. They would and did respond as ambition directed. They pulled Roman civilization to them—to their homes, their families, their world.

—Ramsay MacMullen,
 Romanization in the Time of Augustus (2003)







On the Acropolis of Philippi

You stand on the heights of Philippi and look down at a dead city. The ruins sit astride the modern road that runs in Macedonian Greece north from Kavalla to Drama, loops west around the Phalakro and Menikio mountains, and heads north up the Strymon Valley to the Bulgarian frontier. The ancient city also sat astride a road, but then it was an east-west road across the Balkan peninsula, and Philippi guarded the narrows where the Via Egnatia, Rome’s all-weather route from the Adriatic to the Aegean, was pinched between southern marshes and northern mountains. There is now a medieval tower on Philippi’s acropolis atop a jutting spur of Mt. Lekanis. You ignore it and the ruins below. You look to the southwest and golden Mt. Pangaion , replacing in imagination those marshes drained and reclaimed in the 1930s, and seeing instead a late October day in the fall of 42 B.C.E. when Brutus and Cassius, Julius Caesar’s assassins, waited there between swamps and foothills for the attack of Antony and Octavian, Julius Caesar’s avengers.

The structural weakness that was but the other side of Rome’s governmental strength was already lethally evident. The system of two annual consuls, twin kings for a year, avoided the danger of royal tyranny, but invited the danger of social anarchy if and when aristocrats, consuls, or generals-become-warlords fought with one another. Roman civil war, with battle-hardened legions on either side, devastated farms, ruined cities, destroyed families, and dispossessed, proscribed, exiled, or slaughtered enemies. Athens had learned that you could have a democracy or an empire, but not both. Rome would learn, that fall day at Philippi, that you could have a republic or an empire, but not both. That lesson would be certified off Actium on the opposite side of Greece on another fall day a decade later.

The Republican battle positions were excellent and, like Philippi itself, they straddled the road. Cassius’s forces were south with marshes behind; Brutus’s were north with mountains behind. The Gangitis River ran in front of both and, through the narrows behind their positions, the Republicans held the city and a secure supply route eastward to their fleet off coastal Neapolis, modern Kavalla. The Caesarian legions lacked all of that, but they had, in Antony, the best general and, in Octavian, a divi filius, the divine son of the deified Julius Caesar. The outcome was by no means inevitable, although you might claim, with infallible hindsight, that the Republicans fought for a past already gone, the Caesarians for a future already present.

You see, in imagination, those two separate battles at Philippi and, at the end, Cassius dead, a suicide too soon; Brutus dead, a suicide too late; and Antony and Octavian victorious despite that bloody confusion of a general too many. A little over a decade later Antony and Octavian finally faced one another, not as allies, but as enemies. On the morning of September 2, 31 B.C.E., Antony’s squadrons moved out from the Ambracian Gulf on the northwestern coast of Greece, for breakout if possible, for battle if necessary, for victory if imaginable. They rowed past the narrows of Cape Actium with Cleopatra’s fleet forming up behind Antony’s battle line. Octavian and his admiral-general, Agrippa, waited for them out in the Ionian Sea, and both sides maneuvered to turn each other’s flank by means of the rising northwesterners. It was all over before it began, and by day’s end defeat, defection, and despair sent Antony back on Cleopatra’s flagship to another double suicide, this time at Alexandria. Never in the field of human conflict has so much been changed for so many by so little.


Octavian now stood alone as princeps, “leading citizen” or “first among equals,” but with all the other equals dead. The long civil wars were over, internal peace was restored, the Golden Age was at hand. And Octavian, later named Augustus, had done it. He was Lord, Savior, Redeemer, and Liberator. He was Divine, Son of God, God, and God from God. And none of that was simply one-way propaganda enforced unilaterally. It was fully two-way ideology accepted multilaterally. It was Roman imperial theology, the ideological glue that held the empire dynamically together.

On the Road to Damascus

Still on Philippi’s acropolis, look now in the opposite direction and imagine, almost a hundred years later, not Octavian coming eastward, but Paul coming westward. According to the New Testament’s Acts of the Apostles, Paul’s first European landfall was at nearby Neapolis, today the quiet seaside resort of Kavalla on Greece’s northeastern Aegean coast. But it had all started some twenty years earlier and much farther east at Damascus.

 

A FERVENT JEW. Both Paul’s letters and Luke’s Acts of the Apostles agree that Paul was a fervent Jew. “I was,” says Paul, “circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee…as to righteousness under the law, blameless” (Phil. 3:5–6). Furthermore, “I advanced in Judaism beyond many among my people of the same age, for I was far more zealous for the traditions of my ancestors” (Gal. 1:14). He asks polemically about some Jewish opponents, “Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So am I. Are they descendants of Abraham? So am I” (2 Cor. 11:22). He concludes, “I myself am an Israelite, a descendant of Abraham, a member of the tribe of Benjamin” (Rom. 11:1). Even when he talked about his opponents, he did not say “Jews” and “Gentiles,” but spoke of “danger from my own people (genous), danger from Gentiles” (2 Cor. 11:26). Paul was Jewish born and bred, understood Hebrew, was a Pharisee, and was proud of all that lineage. He identified himself as a Jew within Judaism.

Luke in the Acts of the Apostles agrees with that general picture, but he also adds some details better taken as enthusiasm rather than as history. He has Paul declare, “I am a Jew” (21:39); “I am a Jew, born in Tarsus in Cilicia, but brought up in this city [ Jerusalem] at the feet of Gamaliel, educated strictly according to our ancestral law, being zealous for God, just as all of you are today” (22:3); “I am a Pharisee, a son of Pharisees” (23:6); and, finally, “I have belonged to the strictest sect of our religion and lived as a Pharisee” (26:5). It is probably safer to bracket Pharisaic ancestry and especially Jerusalem education as a Lukan upgrading of Paul’s status and as part of his theme that everything starts from Jerusalem. Another Lukan upgrading of Pauline status concerns his Tarsian citizenship in Acts 9:11; 21:39; 22:3 (impossible?) and his Roman citizenship in Acts 16:37; 22:27–28; 23:27 (improbable?). In any case, Paul himself never mentions that latter status, and, if his Roman beatings are any indication, he was never a Roman citizen. Those are first warnings about distinguishing the Pauline Paul from the Lukan Paul by separation and discrimination rather than by combination and conflation. To that we will return in Chapter 1 below and quite often thereafter.

 

A ZEALOUS PERSECUTOR. Paul and Luke agree that he persecuted the early church, but, once again, some Lukan details require bracketing. Paul mentions this point twice with a close conjunction between violent persecution and religious zeal. “I was violently persecuting the church of God and was trying to destroy it…. I was far more zealous for the traditions of my ancestors” (Gal. 1:13–14). And again, “As to zeal, [I was] a persecutor of the church” (Phil. 3:6). He also notes, “I am the least of the apostles, unfit to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God” (1 Cor. 15:9). “Zeal” indicates religious vigilantism based on personal and individual responsibility after the model and in the tradition of Phineas, who, in Numbers 25:6–8, slew an Israelite and the Midianite woman he had married. That is how, for example, the treatise The Special Laws by the contemporary Jewish philosopher Philo understands such religious “zeal.” It allows any outraged person “to exact the penalties offhand and with no delay without bringing the offender before jury or council or any kind of magistrate at all” (1.55).

Luke agrees on Paul as persecutor, but adds that he went from the high priests at Jerusalem with authority to punish Christians at Damascus (Acts 9:1–2). Still, apart from the historical implausibility of such Jewish authority exercised in Nabatean Damascus, Acts has the same combination of zeal and violence (or zeal as violence) found in Paul. Luke has Paul say, “Being zealous for God…I persecuted this Way up to the point of death by binding both men and women and putting them in prison” (22:3–4).

Neither Paul nor Luke tells us exactly what precise aspect of Christianity made Paul want to “destroy it.” What was it? Our best guess, and it can be no more than that, is that Paul persecuted precisely that to which he was later called. He reacted violently to those fellow Jews who claimed that pagans could now be full and equal members of God’s people alongside Jews—without circumcision for males or purity rules for anyone. In other words, he converted 180 degrees from his former to his latter position. He could have simply stayed a fervent Jew and left Christian Jews alone, or converted from Pharisaic Judaism to Christian Judaism (as, for instance, James and the members of the Jerusalem church did), or proclaimed Jesus as Messiah only to his fellow Jews. Instead, he converted not from Judaism to Christianity, of course, but from violent opponent and persecutor of pagan inclusion to nonviolent proponent and persuader of pagan inclusion. That which he persecuted for God was exactly that to which he was called by God.

 

A CHOSEN APOSTLE. Both his own letter to the Galatians (1:17) and Luke’s Acts of the Apostles (9:3; 22:6; 26:12) agree that Damascus was the inaugural moment of apparition, revelation, conversion, and vocation for Paul. But after that initial agreement, we proceed very cautiously, remembering that general warning about the Pauline Paul versus the Lukan Paul and bracketing that specific instance of Paul’s high-priestly authority from Jerusalem against Damascus.

To emphasize a story’s importance Luke often repeats the entire narrative. For example, God’s revelation to Peter that all foods are equally pure is told fully and twice in Acts 10:1–11:18. But God’s revelation to Paul of his gentile apostolate is even more important and is told fully not twice, but thrice. Luke’s account of Paul’s conversion and call on the road to Damascus is well known from both biblical text and artistic image and is a superb example of Luke’s literary imagination at work in Acts. He emphasizes with compositional creativity this crucial subject as you read or hear, first, a third-person account (9:3–16), then a first-person version by Paul in Jerusalem’s Temple (22:6–15), and, finally, another first-person account by Paul in Caesarea’s palace (26:12–18). But watch how Luke repeats this triple account without boring his audience.






	
	
Jesus to Ananias (9:15)

	


	
Ananias to Paul (22:14–15)

	


	
Jesus to Paul (26:16–18)



	
	


	


	


	


	




	
	
But the Lord said to him [Ananias], “Go, for he [Paul] is an instrument whom I have chosen to bring my name before Gentiles and kings and before the people of Israel.”

	


	
Then he [Ananias] said, “The God of our ancestors has chosen you [Paul] to know his will, to see the Righteous One and to hear his own voice; for you will be his witness to all the world of what you have seen and heard.”

	


	
“I [Jesus] have appeared to you [Paul] for this purpose, to appoint you to serve and testify to the things in which you have seen me and to those in which I will appear to you. I will rescue you from your people and from the Gentiles—to whom I am sending you to open their eyes so that they may turn from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me.”







In Luke’s elegant literary climax, Paul’s vocational mandate is first told by Jesus to Ananias (long), then by Ananias to Paul (longer), and finally by Jesus directly to Paul (longest).

Paul himself, however, tells a rather less dramatic and much less photogenic story, but he agrees with Luke on the essential point, namely, that apparition and revelation begot conversion and vocation.


For I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that the gospel that was proclaimed by me is not of human origin; for I did not receive it from a human source, nor was I taught it, but I received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ…. God, who had set me apart before I was born and called me through his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son to me, so that I might proclaim him among the Gentiles. (Gal. 1:11–12, 15–16)



In Acts, Luke’s famous scenario emphasizes the light of God, the voice of Christ, and the blindness of Paul (9:8; 22:11). Paul himself says nothing about a blindness, but instead emphasizes sight. He asks rhetorically, “Have I not seen Jesus our Lord?” (1 Cor. 9:1) and replies, “Christ…appeared [literally, was seen] also to me” (1 Cor. 15:8). We understand, of course, that Luke underlines for later converts that symbolic sequence of disbelief and blindness, voice and faith, sight and baptism. Paul also tells later converts, “Faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes through the word of Christ” (Rom. 10:17). But here is the question. What did Paul actually see in that vision at Damascus? Did Paul see, as Luke says, a heavenly light that blinded him? Or did Paul see, as he himself says, a heavenly figure that he recognized as Jesus? But how could Paul, even in vision, recognize a Jesus he had never met?

We can only imagine one answer, and it emphasizes that Paul already knew enough about the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus to persecute his followers for proclaiming its implications to their fellow Jews in Damascus. In Christian gospel, art, and mysticism, the risen Christ retains the wounds of historical crucifixion even or especially on his glorified and transcendental body. Those wounds do not heal or fade. They are forever there. To take seriously Paul’s claim to have seen the risen Jesus, we suggest that his inaugural vision was of Jesus’s body simultaneously wounded and glorified. Such a stunning vocational vision would already contain the message of Paul’s faith and theology, the meaning of Paul’s life and death. We propose, therefore, that in reading the Lukan accounts of Paul’s inaugural conversion and vocation experience, we bracket that blinded-by-light sequence and imagine instead a vision in which Paul both sees and hears Jesus as the resurrected Christ, the risen Lord. It need not be added that, then as now, dreams and visions are hard-wired possibilities of the human brain. But, of course and always, their value depends on contents and results, purposes and intentions, means and ends.

A footnote. Millennia of Christian art have lingered lovingly over that Lukan scenario and engraved it indelibly on Western imagination. And, of course, it added to Luke’s account a horse for Paul. That was utterly appropriate in a world where upended pride was best symbolized by a fallen hero looking up his horse’s rump. So we must face not just Luke’s texts but, for example, Caravaggio’s paintings. Around 1600 that artist produced two very different versions of that scene and their differences remind us that a visual artist can vary details just like a literary one. In one, Paul is young, beardless, fully clothed, and with normal hair. In the other, he is older, bearded, naked above the waist, and definitely balding from the front. But here is the key difference. In the former, the heavenly light shines down upon his blinded eyes through the whitened section of his skewbald horse. In the latter painting, there is no light, but a quite visible and angel-supported Christ reaches down his hand toward the blinded Paul (no wounds, by the way). Once again, we have the same question. Did Paul see light, with Luke’s account and Caravaggio’s former painting, or Lord, with Paul’s account and Caravaggio’s second painting?

You look down, then, one final time from Philippi’s high acropolis. The view southeast is not as open as southwest, but you hold together, as if in a simultaneous moment of time, both Octavian and Paul on the Via Egnatia to west and east of the city. Any comparison seems absolutely ludicrous. But with Paul, with dusty, tired, much-traveled Paul, came Rome’s most dangerous opponent—not legions but ideas, not an alternative force but an alternative faith. Paul too proclaimed one who was Lord, Savior, Redeemer, and Liberator. He announced one who was Divine, Son of God, God, and God from God. But Paul’s new divinity was Christ, not Caesar. His was a radically divergent but equally global theology.


Two Sons of Two Gods

It is a profound if standard mistake to dismiss Roman imperial theology as empty rhetoric, poetic hyperbole, or pragmatic flattery. It was, actually, the ideological core of Roman imperial power, the theological heart of Roman global rule. In 1906 and 1909 Gustav Adolf Deissmann, then at the University of Heidelberg and later at the University of Berlin, searched Western museums and Eastern sites to show the importance of nonliterary written memorials from the Roman Empire in the first century C.E. for a proper understanding of earliest Christianity. By nonliterary he meant texts on stone, metal, wax, papyrus, parchment, wood, or ceramic recently discovered by archaeological excavation.

That search began, according to his classic Light from the Ancient East, after he read the title “Son of God” used for the emperor Augustus.


It was the theou yios [Son of God] in No. 174 of the Berliner Griechische Urkunden that stimulated me, all in a flash, to a considerable part of the work that has occupied my life as a scholar. Some thirty years ago I happened to see the unbound volume in the hands of Wilhelm Schulze in the [University of] Marburg library. Looking over his shoulder, I noticed the text, which caught my eye owing to its being an autograph reproduction. I was arrested, fascinated by the theou yios and found myself, as I continued to turn the leaves, everywhere in the world of the New Testament and the world surrounding it. (346)



He was reading the language of Augustan imperial theology and hearing the counterlanguage of, say, Pauline Christian theology.


I remember discussing with a librarian friend of mine the fact that in many inscriptions and papyri of the Greek east Augustus and (with the name of their divine father inserted) his successors are called “the son of a god.” My friend, a classical scholar, smiled benignly and said there could be no significance in that, “for” it was a translation of the Latin divi filius. I do not think that a Christian out of one of St. Paul’s churches would have smiled at the expression or have considered it non-significant. (346)



Note, by the way, that Latin makes a distinction between deus, an eternal god like Jupiter, and a divus, a deified human like Julius Caesar. But Greek translates both terms with the same word, theos. Latin titles like dei filius (“Son of a God”) and divi filius (“Son of a Divine One”) appear, therefore, alike in Greek as theou yios or theou hyios (“Son of God”).

Christians must have understood, then, that to proclaim Jesus as Son of God was deliberately denying Caesar his highest title and that to announce Jesus as Lord and Savior was calculated treason. We may have to translate those titles and their effects differently for now, but their ancient challenge is still the same. What divinity and what divine incarnation runs this world? Is that ruling divinity one of force and violence or of justice and love? If, in the early 1930s, some German Christians had called Jesus der Führer, we would know why they died at Dachau. But what if contemporary American Christians spoke of a divine world order, would we understand how it opposed a new world order?

At the start of the past century Deissmann was quite explicit on that clash between Christ and Caesar:


The cult of Christ goes forth into the world of the Mediterranean and soon displays the endeavour to reserve for Christ the words already in use for worship in that world, words that had just been transferred to the deified emperors (or had perhaps even been newly invented in emperor worship). Thus there arises a polemical parallelism between the cult of the emperor and the cult of Christ, which makes itself felt where ancient words derived by Christianity from the treasury of the Septuagint and the Gospels happen to coincide with solemn concepts of the Imperial cult which sounded the same or similar. In many cases this polemical parallelism, which is a clear prophecy of the coming centuries of martyrdom, may be established by very ancient witness. (342)



From the heights of Philippi, then, you think about two contests. One is a clash of armies between Republicans and Caesarians, the other a clash of beliefs between Caesarians and Christians. And, as you climb down from the Mt. Lekanis foothills, you think about these questions. What were the structural and systemic differences between the God incarnate in Augustus and the God incarnate in Christ? What were the religious and political differences between Caesar Augustus as Son of God and Jesus Christ as Son of God? What were the ethical and economic differences between a world grounded in Caesar and a world founded on Christ?

At the start of this century the clash and challenge are still the same, but now we must ask this with a far more terrible clarity: What is the structural and systemic character of Christ and how precisely does it clash with the structural and systemic character of Caesar? How does the gospel of the divine Caesar differ from that of the divine Christ? How does it differ not just in name, but in content, and not just in theory, but in practice? And this above all: Who now is Caesar, and where now is Christ?







1

Jewish Faith and Pagan Society


The influence of Judaism on non-Jews in the Roman Empire was profound and lasting. This is paradoxical. For the exclusiveness of Jewish worship, and the strictness of the Jewish food laws, served as a barrier between Jew and gentile. Moreover the Jews do not as a rule appear to have actively propagated their religion. So evidently there was something in the nature of Jewish religion, and of the Jewish community, which satisfied a need felt by many within and even beyond the frontiers of the Empire.

—Wolf Liebeschuetz, “The Influence of Judaism Among Non-Jews in the Imperial Period” (2001)




Judaism throughout the Hellenistic and Roman periods and even after the triumph of Christianity showed tremendous vigor not only in strengthening itself internally with the development of that remarkable document, the Talmud, but also in reaching out to pagans and later to Christians and winning large numbers as proselytes and as “sympathizers.”…Even after the three great revolts of 66–74, 115–17, and 132–35, the Jews were hardly powerless and indeed continued to win proselytes and especially “sympathizers.” In short, the lachrymose theory of Jewish history, highlighting the weakness and suffering of the Jews, would not, on the whole, seem to apply to the ancient period.

—Louis H. Feldman, Jew and Gentile in the Ancient World (1993)




Judaism, by the early third century, may well have been a more popular religion among the pagans, and therefore a more powerful rival to Christianity in the race for the soul of the Roman world, than we have had any reason to think until now. This helps us understand the tension between the Church and the Synagogue in the first few centuries A.D.

—Robert F. Tannenbaum, “Jews and God-Fearers in the Holy City of Aphrodite” (1986)






In the City of Aphrodite

Overture

You come to Aphrodisias on a full-day visit from Denizli, in southwestern Turkey. As you leave that city its innumerable modern textile factories continue the area’s ancient importance for the manufacture of cotton, linen, and woolen garments. So also do the flocks of sheep and goats that take right-of-way across the narrow roads as you shortcut through the mountains off the main Denizli-Antalya road. It is a beautiful mid-September day in 2002, cool and cloudy, with an odd shower early and late, so not really inconvenient.

Two thousand years ago, Octavian, the not-yet Augustus, said, “Aphrodisias is the one city from all of Asia I have selected to be my own,” and the citizens carved that accolade on the archive wall of their theater. Since the Greek goddess Aphrodite was the Roman goddess Venus, from whom the Julian line was allegedly descended, the city was most fortunately named at that precise historical moment. Millennia later, in Aphrodisias: City of Venus Aphrodite, the frontispiece poem by L. G. Harvey says,


when all paper words

are turned to ash

there will remain

one scarred hillside

beautiful enough to last

forever.


Kenan Erim, of New York University, the city’s Turkish-born excavator and that book’s author, spent his professional life there and is now buried most appropriately beside the reconstructed gate to Aphrodite’s temple. He said that “of all the Graeco-Roman sites of Anatolia, Aphrodisias is the most hauntingly beautiful” (1). Agreed.


The hamlet of Geyre once sat atop the ancient site, but was removed and rebuilt in its nearby location after an earthquake in the 1960s. That opened the site for archaeology, but the old village square still underlies the new entrance plaza ringed by restrooms (very elegant), a restaurant (very limited), and a museum (very beautiful). You get there around 11:30 A.M. and have the site almost totally to yourself. The morning tour buses heading west from Hierapolis and the hot-spring pools of Pamukkale are just leaving, and those reversing that itinerary will not arrive until much later. You sit high up in the once thirty-thousand-seat theater, eat a quiet picnic lunch, admire the stands of stately poplars amid the marbled ruins , and look east to where the seven-thousand-foot tip of Baba Dag emerges periodically from scudding cloud cover. At the foot of that mountain are the marble quarries that gave the city ready material for sculpture or inscription and made its products famous far beyond its own borders. The Dandalaz tributary, fed from the snows of that eastern mountain range, circled the city’s south side and took sculptures northwestward to the ancient Meander, the modern Büyük Menderes, which carried them westward to the coast and the world.


Overview

What text do you read to see most clearly Paul’s life, and what site do you visit to see most clearly Paul’s world—even, or especially, if Paul himself neither wrote that text nor visited that site? In this chapter two chosen sites, the city of Aphrodisias, now in southwestern Turkey, and the island of Delos, now in mid-Aegean Greece , frame two contradictory aspects of the chosen text, Luke’s Acts of the Apostles, now a prelude to Paul’s letters in the New Testament.

We begin this chapter at Aphrodisias because it illustrates most forcibly two major themes of this book, the relationship of Paul to Roman imperial theology and to his Jewish religious tradition. The former theme focuses here on the Sebasteion, or Augusteum, whose elegant gate, three-storied facing porticoes, and high-stepped imperial temple celebrated the Roman Julio-Claudian divinities by inserting them among and above the ancient gods and traditions of Greece. The latter theme focuses here on a Jewish inscription that explicitly distinguishes Jews, converts, and a third category of “God-worshipers,” with rather surprising numbers in each category.

We continue by considering the New Testament’s Acts of the Apostles as a most ambiguous source for understanding Paul’s life and work, mission and message. We presume, by the way, that the same author wrote that two-volume work that is now separated into the Gospel According to Luke and the Acts of the Apostles, but we do not presume that author is “Luke, the beloved physician” from Colossians 4:14 (we use “Luke” simply for convenience). On the one hand, Luke emphasizes certain elements with regard to Christians, pagans, Jews, and Roman authorities that reflect his own, much later views rather than Paul’s much earlier experiences. On the other, he emphasizes the presence of “God-fearers” or “God-worshipers” in Jewish synagogues and underlines Paul’s controversial successes among them. Those pagan sympathizers, not full Jews but no longer pure pagans, will be crucial for this book’s understanding of Paul’s polemics with those fellow Jews on whose domain he was confrontationally convert poaching. Luke, in summary, both knows much about Paul’s time and place, but also interprets it according to his own time and place. Both those elements must be carefully and critically assessed in reading Paul through Lukan eyes.

We finish this chapter on another site that Paul never visited, Delos, amid the Cycladic Islands of the Aegean. We chose it for two reasons. First, it was a microcosm of Paul’s world, a miniature crucible of that world’s political, economic, social, and religious ferment. Second, it is today an entire island preserved for archaeological study. In its many temples, shrines, and synagogues we see both Roman theology spreading eastward from Rome, but also Eastern religions spreading westward toward Rome. We recognize in both cases the absolute conjunction between religion and politics. We catch glimpses of the voluntary associations that organized religion and economics within Greco-Roman commercial life. Above all, we see the ancient tradition of Judaism moving powerfully among Greeks and under Romans. It was only amid that mobility and because of its possibility and security that Paul could operate so successfully.


The Sculptures of the Imperial Sebasteion

Imagine what Paul would have seen had he visited Aphrodisias. Imagine you are walking in the middle of that city on a busy street and turn in under one of the arches of a beautiful two-story marble monumental gate. You slow down for a moment in its shade, but soon rejoin the sun’s glare on a glistening east-west plaza, 46 feet wide, 40 feet high on both sides, and 300 feet long. It is like entering a roofless funnel as long as a football field. To your left and right are parallel three-story-high galleries lined with bulky Doric columns on the bottom level, sleek Ionic columns on the middle level, and ornate Corinthian columns on the third and upper level. Your eyes are drawn up along those columns toward the terra-cotta roof tiles that contrast with the deep blue sky. But they are drawn even more forcibly along the length of the plaza’s funnel to the temple at its far end. It sits on a high podium and can be reached only by a flight of stairs to a front emphasized by six Corinthian columns, taller, larger, and more imposing than those all along the third story to your left and right. Walking toward the temple past civic officials, ministering priests, and people from all walks of life, you look up at those high galleries on either side and see something that is unique in all the Greco-Roman world. Between the columns on the upper two levels of both sides are 180 5-by-5-foot panels sculpted in high relief.

To your left, on the upper level of the north gallery, are universalizing Hellenistic allegories such as Day and Night or Land and Sea, which locate the entire sculptural program within the widest ambience of time and place from Greek mythology. On the middle level, history is absorbed into that mythical framework above it by a series of conquered peoples, personified as elegantly dressed females standing on inscribed bases, extending across the entire sweep of the Roman Empire and emphasizing military victories under Augustus. To your right, in the south gallery’s two upper levels, is the same celebration of war and conquest, the same absorption of history into myth, the same creation of Roman imperial theology. But now the juxtaposition is reversed. In the upper story are important members of the divine Julio-Claudian dynasty, from Augustus and Livia to Nero and Agrippina. In the middle story are various scenes and divinities from Greek mythology such as Zeus, Aphrodite, Poseidon, and Asclepius. But among them are also Aeneas’s flight from Troy and the She-wolf suckling Romulus and Remus, the two mytho-historical stories of Roman and Augustan origins.


An inscription dedicates the complex to “Aphrodite, the Theoi Sebastoi, and the People.” The Theoi Sebastoi are the Augustan gods (Sebastos is Greek for the Latin Augustus), the family of the Julio-Claudian divinities (minus Caligula!). There are no panels on the bottom level, only on the two upper levels of both sides. You are forced constantly to swivel from left to right and consistently to look upward until your neck begins to hurt. Your body gets the message even before your mind catches up. That panorama of Roman imperial theology smoothly controls them both.

The Sebasteion, begun under Tiberius and finished under Nero, was damaged by an earthquake even as it was being built and was eventually destroyed by another one afterwards. The northern gallery was quarried for building materials, but the southern one survived without that indignity. But the overall sculptural program can be reconstructed from the many surviving panels that Kenan Erim first discovered in 1979. Two examples contain Roman imperial theology in striking summaries.

A first panel is iconographically simple and still somewhat historical. It depicts an idealized world-conquering Julio-Claudian emperor, not armored but naked except for a back cloak, standing in the center. To his right is a battle trophy above a kneeling and weeping barbarian prisoner whose hands are tied behind her back. To his left is a female figure, either the Roman people or the Senate, crowning him with an oak wreath. A second panel is iconographically more complex and much more cosmic. Claudius, nude as was that preceding figure and all other male imperial figures in the Sebasteion (save an armored one of Nero), strides forcibly forward with his cloak billowing in a wide semicircle above his head. On his right a female earth figure has given him a cornucopia, symbol of control over earth’s fertility—no more wars. On his left a female sea figure has just given him an oar or rudder, symbol of control over ocean’s safety—no more pirates. It displays divine control of both Land and Sea. Nudity, of course, was the Greek and Hellenistic way of iconographically indicating divinity; imperial nudity meant imperial divinity.



What is most interesting, however, is how that Sebasteion fused Roman and Greek elements and styles, although its relief-clad galleries were neither, but unique. The temple’s placement was not approachable from all sides in the Greek egalitarian manner, but had a single procession-like approach that exuded imperial authority in the Roman hierarchical style. The emperors’ portraits, whether those of Augustus, Claudius, or Nero, closely copied the imperial models distributed by Rome. Their bodies and scenes did not rely on Roman models, however, but were local creations and represented a Greek interpretation of Roman imperial rule. The galleries represent, as a whole, the idea that Greek myth and history were destined to unfold into Roman rule under the divine Roman emperors.

The city of Aphrodisias, left free and independent by Rome, was not coerced into setting up that magnificent building. But since the relationship between Rome and Aphrodisias was mutually beneficial, it is no surprise that the civic council endorsed the Sebasteion’s construction and that it was financed by two wealthy Aphrodisian families. Two brothers, Menander and Eusebes, paid for the monumental gate and northern gallery, which were restored by Eusebes’s wife, Apphias, and her daughter Tata after an earthquake. The temple and southern gallery were built by two other brothers, Diogenes and Attalus, but since Diogenes died in the planning stages, it was completed by his wife, Attalis Apphion, and then restored after the earthquake by his son Tiberius Claudius Diogenes, who had a Roman name and presumably Roman citizenship. Those citizens were certainly attracted to the imperial favors that inevitably followed imperial honors, including of course Roman citizenship, and they understood the material blessings that accompanied Augustan and Julio-Claudian rule for those who positioned themselves appropriately.


Those blessings extended beyond the elites, as the vast figural program on the Sebasteion makes clear. The number of masons, craftsmen, and sculptors necessary for this enormous enterprise was substantial, and most workshops in the city received commissions. The sudden demand for skilled labor led to the hasty promotion of marble cutters to figural sculptors. Many a new apprentice took up mallet and chisel for on-the-job training, as is apparent from the uneven quality of carving. Designers and foremen disguised that fact from viewers by having novices cut the panel’s lower portions, which were less visible from the plaza, and having experts work the upper and more visible portions, especially the imperial portraits. Roman imperial rule energized Aphrodisias’s sculptural workshops and was a boon to the local economy. Any potential criticism of the elite’s attraction to the Roman imperial family would certainly be muted by those many prospering shops and increased incomes.

The construction of a Sebasteion with a temple for the Roman imperial cult was a seductive proposition for any city, and its attraction is easily explained. “Victory and conquest were felt to be an important justification of imperial rule,” as R. R. R. Smith, the city’s current excavator, notes in his article “The Imperial Reliefs from the Sebasteion at Aphrodisias,” but “it is always victory over barbarians of various kinds: Britons, Armenians, and the like. The conquest of the Greeks is long forgotten. That was before the emperors. The Greeks were now partners, not subjugated recalcitrants” (98). He concludes,


The Aphrodisian Sebasteion gives material evidence of the imperial cult that is both different in kind and greater in quantity than anything known before…. The relief panels as a whole present a detailed and broadly expressed vision of the fortunate position of the Greek world under Roman imperial rule, such as we have nowhere else. The attitudes to the Roman emperor found here were common to the other cities of Asia Minor in the first century A.D., but the grand and elaborate manner in which they are expressed in marble in the Sebasteion is so far unique. (137–38)




It is indeed clear that the Greek Aphrodisians became Roman enthusiasts even as the Roman emperors became Greek gods in that Sebasteion’s city.

The Theosebeis of the Jewish Synagogue

GOD-WORSHIPERS. Imagine now the entrance to a Jewish building at Aphrodisias a century later in the early 200s C.E. There are two square marble columns on either side of the doorway. Focus on the right-hand one. Three of its sides are smoothed and visible as you enter (faces a, b, c), but the fourth one is unsmoothed and backs against the entrance wall (face d) It was, ironically, when the Aphrodisian museum’s foundations were being dug in 1976 that the right-hand column was discovered. The left-hand one, on the presumption of a pair, is still lost and could be anywhere, still under the ground undiscovered or relocated as part of the foundation of some farmer’s house. As you entered the building you could read the right-hand column’s face b (in front as you approached) and then its face a (to right as you passed inside). Those two faces contain 126 named individuals who organized or funded that edifice’s construction. The building itself has not been discovered, and its function is not totally clear, but then not even a quarter of the city has been excavated. It might, possibly, have been a charitable soup kitchen for the poor or, more probably, the actual Jewish synagogue of Aphrodisias. Our present concern, in any case, is with those 126 donors and supporters on faces a and b of that recovered 6-foot-plus honorific column.

Here are the statistics. Face a lists 19 names as members of the “decany,” or leadership, of the project. Of those, 14 are Jewish names, 3 are called proselytes, and 2 are called God-worshipers (theosebeis). Those latter 5 are interspersed among the former 14 with the God-worshipers set together, but the proselytes separated. Face b has a top list of 55 names divided clearly and spatially from a bottom list of 52 names. The former are Jewish, the latter pagan. And, most significantly, they are prefaced with the phrase “and such as are God-worshipers” (kai hosoi theosebeis). This is the longest Jewish inscription from antiquity and indicates close cooperation between Jews (proselytes included) and pagan sympathizers. Here, more clearly and certainly than anywhere else, are those enigmatic “God-worshipers” from Luke’s Acts of the Apostles carved in stone.

Think about those statistics for a moment. We did not know before 1966 that there were any Jews or any Jewish buildings in Aphrodisias. We now know of 126 donors to one such building in these proportions: 69 individuals, or 55 percent, Jews; 3 individuals, or 2 percent, proselytes; and 54 individuals, or 43 percent, God-worshipers. Those are rather extraordinary proportions, and even though generalizing from this one random discovery is surely precarious, how can you not? Was Aphrodisias an absolute exception or a standard example for the numerical proportions of Jew and God-fearer in part or all of the Roman Empire’s cities?

Some footnotes. That column is the clearest archaeological and inscriptional evidence we have for the existence of those God-worshipers as pagan sympathizers who were neither Jews nor converts. But it dates from the early third century. We will, however, see further archaeological and inscriptional evidence for their presence from as early as 16 C. E. and throughout the first and second centuries in Chapter 4.

Only one woman is mentioned among those 126 names, but she is the first one cited in the decany leadership on face a, lines 9–10. She is called Jael, after the Jewish heroine in Judges 4:17–22 and 5:24–27. She is described as a prostat[image: image]s, which means a protector or patron when found in such Jewish inscriptions. She was, as Paul Trebilco concluded in his book Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, “a prominent leader of the Jewish community at Aphrodisias. She was either a patron of the community and represented their interests to the wider society or the president or leader who directed community affairs” (110). Indeed, as he notes, that fits well with other evidence about women in that general area. Women, whether as pagan priestesses, Jewish leaders, or female God-worshipers, were high-profile religious leaders in Asia Minor, just as they would be important apostles later for Paul.


The first 9 names in face b’s list of 52 God-worshipers are noted as members of the boul[image: image], the council or governing body of the city. That 17 percent is another very high and striking proportion of important to ordinary people among that group.

The names are generally followed by a family appellation and/or commercial activity. For 27 individuals trades are designated, and of those 10 are Jews and 17 are God-worshipers. In general, the occupations of the God-fearers seem somewhat better than those of the Jews but, apart from those city councilors, they are all quite ordinary. The major categories are production and sale of goods: food, textiles, leather, wood, stone, construction, and other miscellaneous trades. Among the Jews are a secondhand clothes dealer, a grocer, and a goldsmith. Among the God-fearers are an athlete, a sculptor, and a purple-dyer.

One final question. Why were some pagans attracted enough to Judaism to become “God-fearers” or “God-worshipers”—semi-Jews by whatever name one chooses to call them? Apart from social, political, economic, or personal reasons, there was one very special religious factor. Greek and then Roman thinkers appreciated and admired Jewish aniconic monotheism, that is, the belief that there was but one transcendent and un-image-able divinity.

Marcus Terentius Varro is described in Menahem Stern’s Greek and Latin Authors on Jews and Judaism as “the greatest scholar of republican Rome and the forerunner of the Augustan religious restoration” (1.207). Varro’s Res Divinae was written between 63 and 47 B.C.E., but this citation is preserved only in St. Augustine’s City of God:


[Varro] also says that for more than one hundred and seventy years the ancient Romans worshiped the gods without an image. “If this usage had continued to our own days,” he says, “our worship of the gods would be more devout.” And in support of this opinion he adduces, among other things, the testimony of the Jewish race. And he ends with the forthright statement that those who first set up images of the gods for the people diminished reverence in their cities as they added to error, for he wisely judged that gods in the shape of senseless images might easily inspire contempt. (4.31)



Similar praise appears in Strabo of Amaseia in Pontus, who lived between 64 B.C.E. and 21 C.E. In his Geography, written under the emperors Augustus and Tiberius, he says,


Moses…one of the Egyptian priests…went away from there to Judaea, since he was displeased with the state of affairs there, and was accompanied by many people who worshiped the Divine Being. For he said, and taught, that the Egyptians were mistaken in representing the Divine Being by the images of beasts and cattle, as were also the Libyans; and that the Greeks were also wrong in modelling gods in human form; for, according to him, God is the one thing alone that encompasses us all and encompasses land and sea—the thing which we call heaven, or universe, or the nature of all that exists. What man, then, if he has sense, could be bold enough to fabricate an image of God resembling any creature amongst us? Nay, people should leave off all image-carving, and, setting apart a sacred precinct and a worthy sanctuary, should worship God without an image. (16.2.35)



No doubt there were many other reasons ranging from social supports to moral ideals that attracted pagans to Jewish customs and traditions. But aniconic monotheism must be given full emphasis as that which most deeply attracted some and, of course, most deeply repelled others.

 

COUNTERFACTUALS. At the start of this book we look at those two column faces with their harmonious integration of Jews and God-worshipers and ask two questions. They are not hypothetical questions about what might transpire in the future, but counterfactual questions about what did not transpire in the past. Each is a “what if” that never was. This exercise in virtual history is intended not as academic play, but as mental therapy. Since we know what happened in the past, it is easy to think that it was necessary, that it was fated, that it was providential, that it was inevitable. But what if, for example, Cleopatra and Antony had defeated Octavian and Agrippa at the battle of Actium? What then, what there? Such counterfactual questions and the virtual history derived from them remind us of the contingencies, decisions, and accidents that are always involved in what actually happened. It could always have been otherwise.

Our first counterfactual question is this: What if Judaism rather than Christianity had become the religion of Rome? What if the Roman Empire had become Jewish rather than Christian? An immediate answer might be, How absolutely ridiculous! How can you even suggest a Jewish Roman Empire in the face of so much anti-Jewish criticism and contempt, accusation and rejection, libel and slander in Greco-Roman life and literature? But that is precisely why we have asked it, and we now add to it a second question. Do those repeated attacks indicate that Judaism was a joke or a threat, a widely rejected impossibility or a broadly attractive possibility? Did Greco-Roman anti-Semitism indicate Judaism’s too obvious failure or Judaism’s too great success?

Note, for example, the oscillation between approval and disapproval when Greeks and Romans discussed Jews and Judaism. A few decades ago, Menahem Stern’s three-volume Greek and Latin Authors on Jews and Judaism published all the extant texts with translations and commentaries. It is quite fascinating and very instructive, especially in the light of our two questions, to read straight through his entire collection from beginning to end. Louis Feldman, in his book from which we took an epigraph at the start of this chapter, gave these general statistics on Stern’s collection: “In volume 1, from Herodotus in the fifth century B.C.E. through Plutarch in the first century C.E., 47 notices are favorable (16 percent), 69 are unfavorable (24 percent), and 165 are neutral (60 percent). In volume 2, covering the period from the second through the sixth century, 54 are favorable (20 percent), 61 are unfavorable (21 percent), and 174 are neutral (59 percent)” (498, n. 4). The third volume, by the way, consists of appendixes and indexes. In other words, cumulatively, “According to my count, 101 (18 percent) of the comments by pagans in Stern’s collection are substantially favorable, 339 (59 percent) are more or less neutral, and only 130 (23 percent) are substantially unfavorable” (124).

It is precisely those relatively balanced statistics that warrant at least asking our two questions. Was there a serious chance for a Jewish Roman Empire? And was it that chance that bred both approval and disapproval among pagans? It is necessary, therefore, to hold this first chapter’s opening section constantly in mind until we return to it in the final chapter’s opening section. As we think about Paul among Jews, with Greeks, and under Romans in that first-century’s imperial globalization, we will not argue directly for a positive or negative response to those two counterfactual questions. Instead, we use them as silent but permanent undertones throughout this book in order to monitor our answers, to observe the presuppositions they reveal, and to assess the principles they presume.

A Tale of Two Pauls

As far as we know, Paul never visited Aphrodisias, but we began there to emphasize in one place the two most basic elements in this book’s understanding of his vision and program, namely, Roman imperial theology in the Greek cities and pagan God-worshipers in the Jewish synagogues. We turn now from archaeology to exegesis, but not yet to Paul’s own letters. We look first, within the New Testament, at the Acts of the Apostles to see how its author connects Paul with both urban Roman authorities and synagogal pagan God-worshipers.

The problem is not that Luke lacked Pauline sources and simply made up an apostolic novel. Many of the places mentioned in Paul’s letters line up alongside those cited in Luke’s Acts. Even a cursory survey shows that Paul wrote to the Galatians, Philippians, Corinthians, Thessalonians, and Romans and that Luke’s Acts locates him in Galatia (13:14–14:24; 16:1–6), Philippi (16:12–40), Thessalonica (17:1–9), Corinth (18:1–17), and Rome (28:15–31). And, even if he did not write to the Ephesians, Luke has him at Ephesus (19:1–20). Notice, however, that Luke never mentions Paul’s letters. But, in any case, the geographical terrain and maybe even the sequence of its places are basically the same for the Pauline Paul and the Lukan Paul.

Luke’s problem is not that he lacks sources on Paul. He has excellent sources, but although he knows many correct details, accurate places, and even travel sequences, he also seems to care very little about the purposes, intentions, and meanings that Paul himself emphasizes in his own letters. That puts the problem negatively. Put positively, it is this: Luke’s Acts was written in the 80s or 90s, several decades after Paul’s time, and Luke gives him an overall interpretation from within his own geographical situation, historical understanding, and theological vision. In the Acts of the Apostles, Paul becomes a Christian not of his own time and place, but of Luke’s. Here are four examples that will have ramifications throughout the book. They concern Christians, pagans, Jews, and Romans, that is, just about everyone in Luke’s world.

Pauline Subordination

Luke describes a consistently harmonious agreement between Paul and authoritative figures like James or Peter. All of them, for example, are in perfect accord over Paul’s pagan mission at their Jerusalem and Antioch meetings in Luke’s Acts 15, despite far more discord than accord and disagreement than agreement as Paul tells the same story in Galatians 1–2. Luke describes Paul as a missionary sent from Jerusalem through Antioch, and he cannot imagine that Paul could seriously clash with those to whom he was subordinate. But, in all his letters, Paul sees himself as an apostle sent from God through Christ. The very vocation for which Paul lives and dies is denied him by Luke. He is, to be sure, an important missionary sent out from and living in complete accord with Jerusalem. But he is not an apostle equal with the Twelve.

Luke insists in Acts 1 that, after Jesus’s resurrection, there were still, always, and only “the twelve apostles.” Further, they were all male since the replacement for Judas had to be chosen from among “the men who have accompanied us during all the time that the Lord Jesus went in and out among us, beginning from the baptism of John until the day when he was taken up from us,” and so Matthias “was added to the eleven apostles” (1:21–22, 26). For Luke, Paul is simply not an apostle. Without Matthias’s explicit selection, one might have imagined that Luke’s Paul was at least implicitly Judas’s replacement as the twelfth apostle. With it, Luke implies that Paul was not an apostle and could never be one. He had never been with the earthly Jesus and had not been selected by God through lots cast in community. He could be and



	Paul an apostle—sent neither by human commission nor from human authorities, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him from the dead (Gal. 1:1)

	Paul, called to be an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God (1 Cor. 1:1)

	Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God (2 Cor. 1:1)

	Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God (Rom. 1:1)
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